























































In 1745 a new ballad was published entitled The Lucky Sailor, or the Sailors Invitation to go with Admiral Anson. Its seven verses celebrated the voyage of Commodore George Anson, who between 1741 and 1744 had sailed around the world, capturing a vast Spanish treasure ship on route. He returned to widespread celebrity, making The Lucky Sailor one of many songs written during the Wars of Jenkins’ Ear and Austrian Succession (1739-48) that celebrated British naval prowess. The ballad did more than rejoice in Anson’s achievements, however. Alongside its more triumphant refrains, it also forwarded a powerful call to arms: ‘Our ships are fitting up’, went the song, ‘Again with Anson we will go’. As the song’s striking chorus made clear, the war was not over, and more men were needed to fight the nation’s enemies:

Come jolly sailors, join with me,
Come jolly sailors, join with me,
To fight with Anson for renown,
That we the French pride may pull down!​[1]​

This direct call for volunteers was far from unique in the balladry of the era, for across the eighteenth century numerous songs were produced encouraging men to join the Royal Navy. Taken together, they represent a discrete cultural medium, and crucial resource for thinking about naval volunteerism in the eighteenth century.
In calling on men to join the navy, The Lucky Sailor had identified a very real issue facing the British state: the enduring problem of how to man the Royal Navy. While during peacetime it could rely on a small number of well-trained professional seamen, in times of war the manpower needs of the navy rocketed, and the press gang became a regular – if controversial – means of supplementing naval manpower. This device, by which men could be legally coerced into serving in naval ships, has formed a long-standing scholarly obsession, with academics approaching the subject of impressment from a number of different perspectives.​[2]​ The most recent work by Jeremiah Dancy has shown that volunteers represented the vast majority of the men serving below deck, findings that have proved controversial and opened up a broader debate about the importance and place of impressment in British society.​[3]​ It is now acknowledged that across the eighteenth century hundreds of thousands of men entered the navy of their own free will as volunteers, but it has consequently become clear that far more research is needed on the social and cultural climate in which sailors acted: if many sailors joined of their own volition then what were their motivations? Without negating the coercive practices of the British state, what was it that drew so many men into naval service? These individuals were not merely following simple narratives of unthinking duty; on the contrary, they were individuals responding to complex motivations, community pressures and constructions of identity.
There is a small and ultimately unsatisfying historiography that has considered why individuals joined the navy during the eighteenth century.​[4]​ Finding the voices of common seamen during this period is difficult as there are few remaining accounts of sailors, and the little material that exists is often loaded with agendas: recruits claiming to be wrongly pressed, or an old and injured serviceman describing his brave service to the state in making a case for a pension.​[5]​ Descriptions of volunteering or recruitment that allow a historian to construct an accurate picture of the motivations of seamen are very rare, and it follows that historians have constructed a number of arguments to explain recruitment. It has often been suggested that sailors responded to economic motives: naval seamen were never paid as much as their peers in the merchant service, but could be attracted by the lure of prize money. Furthermore, the quality of life at sea was vastly superior to that in the merchant fleet, and improved through the century. Both Jeremiah Dancy and Isaac Land agree that patriotism may also have played a role (though they disagree on how precisely this worked). Dancy has pointed to the growth of counter-revolutionary loyalism in Britain, and the patriotic response to naval victories, while Land has written about the ‘patriotic’ complaints produced by sailors during the early-nineteenth century.​[6]​ Other historians have questioned this, suggesting that there is little evidence of patriotic fervour on the lower-deck.​[7]​ Broadly speaking, though, whatever arguments are put forward to explain volunteering, they remain impressionistic, based on presumptions and circumstantial evidence, and overlooking the great mass of cultural media that offers an insight into how individuals thought about naval service.
	The lack of research into this subject is all the more surprising given a body of scholarship that has emerged concurrently, analysing how notions of national identity and patriotic fervour developed across the eighteenth century. Linda Colley’s claim that from 1707 a sense of Britishness was forged has had its detractors,​[8]​ most recently from Catriona Kennedy, whose focus on the individual experience of the French Wars of 1793-1815 questions the idea that they intensified Francophobia in Britain (and which also casts doubt on the impact of loyalist propaganda highlighted by Colley in her work).​[9]​ Though Colley’s work has been qualified, her thesis about the emergence of a ‘British’ national identity remains intact. Britain grew after 1707 as a territorial entity, but also as a culturally distinct allegiance, an idea into which individuals from across the country could buy. This was neither an uncomplicated nor a continuous process, but it is increasingly clear that notions of patriotism and duty were becoming an ever-more prominent part of a national discourse.​[10]​ The implication for the study of naval recruitment is obvious: on the one hand the lure of wealth, health and adventure were no doubt crucial considerations when joining the navy. But, individuals in the eighteenth-century did not exist in an economic vacuum, concerned only with wage and self-interest. They were part of a social-cultural community, in which more abstract notions could take hold and influence behaviour. 
Within this community one of the most important vehicles of mass communication was the ballad. Defined as a popular song sung in the streets – as opposed to a hymn or classical song – they were disseminated across the nation, and marketed to all levels of society.​[11]​ Ballads tended to concentrate on distinctive tropes, returning to subject matter for which there was a clear market. Thus, many ballads demonstrate a fascination with sex and marriage, the broken-hearted lament, or dramatic criminality: at least thirty ‘murdered sweetheart’ ballads have been identified.​[12]​ Hundreds of ballads have survived that directly or tangentially refer to the navy, and this article will concentrate on these overlooked and largely untapped sources. Rather than focus on a group of songs inspired by a specific event, it considers songs produced across the long-eighteenth century, from 1688 to 1815; as Horgan as argued, establishing this ‘long durée’ of song helps to understand their broader context and long-standing popularity.​[13]​ Indeed, the musical form changed very little across the period: a ballad written in the 1690s was not very different, in form or function, to one produced a century later.​[14]​ Taking this broader approach allows us to focus on balladry as a discrete genre of cultural media, to unpick how specific language was used and inculcated amongst the British polity. In this sense, ballads are not used simply to ‘illustrate’ popular mentalities, and simply hold a mirror up to British society. As Jensen has noted, they are fascinating because these were songs actively employed to influence opinions and ideas.​[15]​ 
This article argues that ballads made an important contribution to the broader discourse about the navy and naval recruitment. By constantly referring to patriotic duty, by appealing to the listeners’ sense of manliness, and by advertising the many inducements of naval life, they made a vital contribution to forwarding ideas about military service. At their most forceful, they acted as propaganda for the navy, at a time when the nation’s manpower needs were most stretched. Of course, not every naval ballad was uniformly positive. Some highlighted the actions of the press gang, or the 1797 naval mutinies, and it is these ballads that scholars have tended to focus on, using them to emphasise broader points about popular radicalism or the brutality of impressment.​[16]​ However, the mass of patriotic balladry has gone ignored, and this article hopes to follow the lead of other scholars such as Angela McShane, Oscar Cox Jensen, and the numerous proponents of the ‘new cultural history of music’, in considering the broader contexts in which songs were created and marketed.​[17]​ Despite these developments, eighteenth-century naval songs remain overlooked, with scholars choosing to concentrate on other genres of music.​[18]​ This article will address this through a close reading of ballad song sheets. Firstly, it will consider the market and audience for naval ballads across the eighteenth-century, and the ideas and conventions they propagated. It will then analyse the idealised representation of the British naval seaman forwarded in numerous songs, and the unreservedly positive attitude of naval life presented within their verses. Lastly, it will contemplate the direct impact these songs had on volunteerism, and assess the implications for our understanding of eighteenth-century patriotism.


Naval ballads in eighteenth-century political and popular culture

By the late seventeenth century ballads had become the most popular printed medium in the literary marketplace of London, and the most accessible print form of the time. As Fumerton and Guerrini put it, ‘one could not travel anywhere in the city of London without hearing ballads sung on street corners, or seeing broadsides pasted up on posits and walls’.​[19]​ There is a mass of evidence describing unnamed sheets being circulated, pinned up in public spaces, given out, pulled out of pockets, and sung to gathering audiences. Ballads were sent to the provinces or onto the streets of London in the packs of peddlers along with other cheap fare. It is clear from remarks in Boswell’s diary, for example, that chapbooks which he read in Edinburgh came from London. The demise of the licensing act in 1695, allowing provincial printing for the first time since the mid-sixteenth century, opened up ballads to the entire country.​[20]​ They were printed in regional localities; in Carlisle, Liverpool, Preston, Lincoln, and Ballingdon. By the mid-eighteenth century, thriving ballad-printing industries had formed in Edinburgh and Glasgow.​[21]​ Rising literacy rates contributed to this popularity – it has been estimated that between 1700 and 1760, literacy rates among trades and craftsman rose from 60 to 85 per cent, while amongst women literacy grew from 30 to 50 per cent.​[22]​ At the same time, increasing wage rates created an ever-larger consumer market across the British Isles ready to consume ballads in great numbers.​[23]​
Ballads were not only geographically ubiquitous; they also filtered across all levels of society. Many ballads were performed at theatres to middle-class audiences, and could be sold in prints of high quality. Admiral Hosier’s Ghost, published in 1740, was initially aimed more at the ‘middling sorts’, disseminated with an etching by Charles Mosley showing Admiral Vernon and his crew on board the Burford, celebrating their victory at Porto Bello in 1739.​[24]​ An advert in The Champion or Evening Advertiser for the ballad ‘Admiral Hosier’s Ghost’ spoke of its positive reception among middle class audiences, declaring that: 

As to its Merit it is needless to say any Thing, all Person agreeing that it is the finest Performance of that Kind which the Age hath produced, and what Author who had not before so greatly excelled in Works of a much higher nature, might be vain of.​[25]​ 

At the same time, the broadside ballad was the cheapest and most popular literary genre of the period, and there was a vast profusion of song sheets. Costing only a penny or less, and using simple language and uncomplicated narrative lines, they were often displayed in public spaces, alehouses, taverns, meaning they could be enjoyed by the poor and illiterate alongside wealthier consumers.​[26]​ Edward Phillips in the 1706 edition of his New World of English Words saw a ballad as ‘a common song, sung up and down the streets’.​[27]​ Containing entertainment, news and commentaries, ballads ‘were the newspapers, radio, magazines, books and television of their day’. ​[28]​ Along with the Bible and local histories, they formed the reading matter of the poor during the eighteenth-century. The scholarship of Tessa Watt has indicated that ballads reached all classes and thus represented a ‘shared culture’. When one ballad’s author called on ‘England’s friends, be you rich or be you poor’, it was more than a rhetorical flourish.​[29]​
The vast majority of ballads were anonymous. As McShane has noted, there are inherent difficulties in assessing how representative a ballad was if no clear hand can be assigned to the views it propounds.​[30]​ Naval ballads are more complicated still. While some ballads, such as Admiral Hosier’s Ghost, were written by men of letters (as suggested by its more complicated structure and linguistic complexity), the vast majority of ballads were largely written by occupational composers of ballads who had no direct connection with the navy. Few ballads show an intimate knowledge of naval matters aside from the common popularised nautical terminology. It is possible that ballad writers undoubtedly came into contact with many serving in the navy, and drew upon authentic experiences. Firth asserted with some certainty that both Admiral Matthews’ Engagement Against the Combined Fleets of France and Spain and English Courage Display’d, Or Brave News from Admiral Vernon were written by sailors. A ballad was not a difficult thing to write and required no detailed musical knowledge or training: the metre was usually simple, rules about rhyme not exacting, and familiar phrases and formula adapted to common tunes.​[31]​ There is also evidence that some sailors were given the opportunity of performing such songs in front of the king.​[32]​ For the most part though, naval ballads were written by professional balladeers, and published by mainstream publishers able to take advantage of a nation quickly becoming enamoured with its navy and naval prowess.
The navy was a consistent and popular ballad theme that was revisited throughout the eighteenth-century, as evidenced by the many hundreds that have survived today.​[33]​ There is significant evidence that details the popularity of naval ballads during the eighteenth century. To give an example, The Pacifick Fleet, first published on the 4 August 1729, was a hugely popular song and remained so decades after its first publication.​[34]​ In 1750 it was included in the Merry Man’s Companion and Evenings Entertainer, a publication of six hundred songs ‘of the very best and most favourite’ containing the songs played at the Public Gardens.​[35]​ It was also incorporated into the Vocal Melody, Or the Songster’s Magazine: In Three Parts, ‘being a collection of Two Thousand of the most Celebrated English and Scotch Songs’ in 1751.​[36]​ Other songs with naval themes made it into popular compilations. The Bacchanalian, a collection of ‘all the most celebrated songs published in 1755’ included the song Boatswain, set to the tune of Roast Beef of England. At the heart of this ballad was a celebration of the English seaman: ‘the Genius of Britain behold on the deck’.​[37]​ The continued recurrence of naval subjects suggests an authorship that knew its audience, and how to play to it. It is evident that some publishers, such as P. Brooksby, and later Charles Dibdin, specialised in naval ballads, such was the regularity with which they turned to the sea for their subject matter.​[38]​ Dibdin’s song The Greenwich Pensioner, which recounted the story of a retired seaman, sold 10,750 copies.​[39]​
Partly as a result of this popularity, ballads provided opportunities to disseminate highly politicised messages, capable of both informing and reflecting the views of the broader political nation.​[40]​ In the highly competitive world of the cheap print market, ballad publishers needed to be supremely sensitive to changes in public opinion and taste if they were to sell their products successfully.​[41]​ Ballads therefore tell us not only about the authors’ opinions, but also what the individual writers believed the public at large thought and cared about. Debates over the role and importance of the navy, and how it was administered, were contentious political issues. This took the form of debates in Parliament, pamphlet campaigns, and a broad popular discourse in print, emphasising the need that various individuals felt to identify the navy as a national necessity, and others as a crippling expense. Various actors – politicians, pamphleteers and historians – were engaged as propagandists for the navy. Within this broad discourse, the ballad was able to communicate political agendas (something that further explains its remarkable popularity). It followed that ballad output was strictly monitored; in 1720, a printer was arrested for publishing a ballad that was deemed offensive due to its ‘treasonable’ reference to the birth of the ‘Pretender’s son’.​[42]​ In this, ballads bore some similarity to other media of the time. Theatres were also subject to censorship, particularly in London. The Lord Chamberlain employed an ‘Examiner of Plays’ to vet the their content; accordingly, all new plays, prologues, epilogues, songs interludes and recitals – in effect anything that would be performed in one of the Royal Patent theatres and/or within a 20-mile radius of the City of Westminster – had to be submitted to the state before a license to perform it could be obtained.​[43]​
The British state’s interest in ballads was therefore neither unique nor unprecedented, but part of a wider programme of inspection and regulation. This became increasingly prominent in the 1790s, when the French Revolution gave substance to fears about British political radicalism.​[44]​ Ballads of all forms commonly reflected current events, and naval ballads were no different. By their very nature, they were particularly prominent during wartime, grounded as they were in tales of maritime life, accounts of major fleet actions, and descriptions of heroic officers and seamen.​[45]​ Indeed, with their mix of contemporary journalism and subject matter that focussed on national interests and issues, naval ballads could be used for explicitly political purposes. In 1729, the pamphlet A Letter from a Member of Parliament to his Friends in the Country was published by William Pulteney, the Earl of Bath, a leading opposition politician. This advocated the prevention of bribery and corruption, part of a tranche of publications criticising the foreign and military policy of the Prime Minister, Robert Walpole. It was published ‘Together with the Pacifick Fleet, a New Ballad’, which emphasised British naval failure and ministerial incompetence. This was a man with political agendas, and an understanding of how to use popular culture to get his point across. This constituted a deliberate use of a ballad that emphasised the importance of British naval power, to harness patriotism and anti-governmental feeling.​[46]​ In a variety of ways, then, naval ballads had a close relationship to contemporary political and social realities and attitudes, and formed a significant and distinct part of eighteenth-century popular culture. In the literary marketplace they were but one of many cultural forms through which ideas of naval power and naval service were disseminated through the population. However, as we will see, they also contributed to the wider landscape of ideas about naval service, drawing out and sharpening how that naval life was imagined.


The Ideal of the British Sailor

One of the most important ways ballads represented naval life was in forwarding patriotic stereotypes about the Royal Navy and emphasising its ‘national’ significance. By the 1690s naval ballads were framing patriotic language around the idea of England: one song’s chorus was ‘Old England, Old England. Which is for the honour of Old England’.​[47]​ Following the Act of Union in 1707, though, the navy became one of the most important national ‘British’ symbols, an institution around which ideas of national character and identity could collate. In The Pacific Fleet, this was central, with copious use of the word ‘Briton’ and ‘Britain’. The deterrent value of the navy was played up, and the British sailor contrasted with a mocking tone towards the Spanish:

For the Cardinal thinks the time end we fulfil,
If we bear the expences, the Fleet does lie still
For we so frighten Spain they will do what we will.​[48]​

Naval ballads had a broad appeal, concerned as they were with wider national interests and identities. This set them apart from other subject matter. Even military ballads focussing on the army promoted provincial identities rather than British: the ‘Devonshire boys delight’; ‘London Lads’; ‘Cornish lads’.​[49]​ Naval ballads ignored such regionalities. One, Great Britain’s Glory, a patriotic celebratory poem called on all sectors of Britain’s population, lovers of ‘peace and war’, ‘Whigs and Tories’, to support the Navy.​[50]​ 
Britons Strike Home was another popular ballad of the period. Though we know it was published in 1739, it had been in circulation for some time before that. This ballad used patriotic language in its accounts of the navy:

So we will cross the salt seas let the wind blow so strong,
While our rakish young heroes cries Britons strike home, my boys
Britons strike home’.​[51]​

Of course, in this period words such as ‘English’ and ‘British’ could be used interchangeably, but in ballads these words could also be used very deliberately. The case of Admiral Hosier’s Ghost is instructive. Originally published in 1740 following Vernon’s capture of Porto Bello, the first stanza ended thus: ‘And his Crew, with Shouts victorious Drank Success to England’s Fleet’. Twelve years later however, it was included in a publication collating various British songs, The Charmer: A Choice Collection of Songs, Scots and English. There was clear value for a Scottish publisher in referring to a British rather than English fleet, and so the same stanza ends with ‘British fleet’ in the latter edition. In a ballad of 72 lines, this is the only word changed, suggesting a conscious effort on the part of the publishers to inculcate a more ‘British’ approach.​[52]​ 
While ballads focused on naval commanders were common, the most ubiquitous naval character in eighteenth-century ballads was not a specific naval officer but the idealised and generalised character of the naval seaman. The idea of the brave, manly, virtuous sailor was a long-standing one, dating back centuries. As a theme for balladeers, it dates to at least 1666 with The English Seaman’s Resolution. But it was a stereotype that gained further currency in its repetition. Seamen in these ballads endure great hardships, portrayed as courageous, loyal, faithful, and constant. The Nations Joy for a War With Monsieur, Or, England’s Resolution to pluck down France, from 1690, played on xenophobic stereotypes, while simultaneously advancing the idea of the valiant British seaman:

His valiant seamen scorn to flinch, 
They’ll dye e’er give their foes an Inch
Brave Protestants they will advance
We’ll scare the Pope and King of France.

Our Navy spreads their Canvas Wings, 
And to the French Distruction [sic] brings.
Our gallant Fleet so brave appears,
It makes the French-men hang their ears.​[53]​

It was in the 1740s and 1750s that this patriotic representation became particularly prominent. The War of Austrian Succession (1739-48) and the Seven Years War (1755-63) saw the navy catapulted to the forefront of the national consciousness, and the stereotypical image of the brave, virtuous sailors became an increasingly important cultural representation. This was seen in art as well as song – the earliest image of the ‘valiant’ British sailor, titled appropriately as The Modern Hercules, was first etched in 1737 – but naval balladry took this idea further.​[54]​ The Seaman’s Victory from 1750 spoke of ‘Brave English boys’, and: 

…Right valiant seamen, fierce and bold,
Couragious [sic] noble hearts of gold,
All with a resolution bent,
Whole showers of shot to them they sent,
By which the French in hundreds fell:
Our guns did ring the passing-bell.​[55]​

Another, The Boatswain, reflected on the old idea of the ‘English’ sailor, but framed it in a new British context. It presented ‘brave British tars’: ‘the genius of Britain behold on the deck, an Old English faith without blemish or speck; for either, or both, I’ve venture my neck’.​[56]​ The Saphirah [sic] In Triumph: Or, British Valor Display’d described British seamen fighting for their country.​[57]​ A ballad from 1741 created an ideal of naval seaman:

A Race was known
Of tars truely brave
Who would not have Sculk’d thus
Their Courage have lost​[58]​

The most popularised version of the British seaman’s valour was the 1759 song Hearts of Oak: ‘Hearts of Oak are our ships, jolly Tars our men, we are ever ready, steady boys steady, we’ll fight and we’ll conquer again and again’.​[59]​
It was in the 1790s and 1800s that the celebration of the British seaman found its greatest expression in the vast number of patriotic ballads produced by Charles Dibdin. One the most famous balladeers of the age, Dibdin produced over one hundred ballads that took the British seaman as its subject matter. Like those that had come before, these songs painted the simple loyalty and manly courage of the British sailor. Tom Bowling described the perfect tar, whose ‘form was of the manliest beauty/ His heart was kind and soft’.​[60]​ Crucially, for all his valour, he was also faithful and dutiful.  In The Heart of a Tar, another Dibdin song, the manly sailor was juxtaposed against the effeminate representatives of the upper class:

You Lords, with such fine baby faces,
That strut in a garter and star,
Have they, under their tambour and laces,
The kind honest heart of a tar?​[61]​

Ev’ry inch the sailor, and Britons United, played to a similar theme. The valorous, manly sailor could expect romantic rewards, though this could take a myriad of forms, demonstrating that the image of the sailor was anything but one-dimensional. The hero of the True English Sailor was ‘the most constant of lovers’. Conversely, Grog and Girls was a celebration of drink and women, while Jack in his element noted that the sailor had a wife in every port.​[62]​ Whether a romantic hero, or a mischievous womaniser, for the interested listener, the naval life was also a sexual opportunity.  
Ballads, then, played a vital role in shaping and promoting the idea of the British seaman in British popular culture. By presenting this idealised character, and in using evocative language that appealed to individuals’ sense of duty and patriotism, naval ballads directly promoted and encouraged naval service. One ballad, The Boatswain’s Call, was a straightforward call to join the navy:

But yet methinks I hear/ Some Cowards crying, 
The Press they dread and fear,/ As much as dying:…
Some declare they’d fight,/ but a dear Mother…
…counts him her delight,/ above all other…
Another has a Wife,/ He’s loathe to leave her…
Yet there’s not any/ Right Valiant Coul
Heeds a Elation/ He’l fight against controul
For this his nation.​[63]​

Framed in such terms, to join was to perform a patriotic service. Those who refused opened themselves up to accusations of cowardice. Another ballad from fifty years later used similar language and methods to advocate naval service. It then played on the listener’s sense of masculinity and bravery, posing a question:

Should you, jolly Lads
In a marritime War,
Thus shamefully loiter,
And not take your Share?

The ballad iterated that duty and patriotic fervour demanded naval service, for otherwise Britain’s enemies would boast that British sailors had lost their courage.​[64]​ As such, naval ballads simultaneously praised the ‘sailors of Britain’ – those individuals who did fight in the country’s cause – while pouring scorn on those who declined, portraying them as cowards, creating a binary of the patriotic man and of the fearful coward.
Portraying idealised images of the naval seaman could be directly used to encourage volunteers. The Courageous Seaman stated that only in battle could true bravery be witnessed, espousing a longing for naval service:

Away with vain fears, then the Marriner cry’d,
True Valour must always in danger be try’d;
I fear neither Bullets, nor Fire, nor Sword,
But heartily wish I were with them on board…​[65]​

The Undaunted Seaman played to a similar theme:

On the wide Ocean I will fight,
For to maintain the Nation’s Right:
Under Noble Commander, 
I resolve to take my Chance;
On Board I’ll enter, Life I’ll Venture,
To subdue the Pride of France. 

The next verse describes how the seaman in question vowed to fight ‘with heart and hand’ for king and country. Those who refused to join were labelled cowards. In a final patriotic twist, the ballad states proudly and confidently ‘We have warlike Sons of Thunder, Which will Valiantly Advance’.​[66]​ Britain’s Resolution to Fight the French begins with a call to arms, again a direct appeal to join the navy loaded with patriotic language: ‘Come join with me, you Briton’s bold/ Ne’er let your country be sold…’.​[67]​ Another asked for all ‘True Britons’ to join together to protect the Protestant line.​[68]​ Even The British Tars, which told a cautionary tale about young men finding danger at sea and an unsympathetic nation at home, nonetheless advocated that ‘true hearts of oak’ will ‘put to sea again’ in the event of another war. In this, it set an example to all who heard the call of duty:
 
When War at first assail’d us,
I quickly left my trade,
Our Country was in danger,
I flew to lend my aid…​[69]​






While ballads forwarded an ideal of British manliness, they were not slow to advertise the more pecuniary and material advantages of naval service. It was common for language of patriotic encouragement to sit alongside lyrics that advertised more material inducements. Patriotism and personal reward were not incompatible ideas. The same ballad that in 1741 had criticised those that might ‘shamefully loiter’, and appealed to patriotic duty, also offered other temptations. Those who remained in Britain were losing out, while their ‘comrades abroad’ were finding wealth and opportunity. Why not ‘take your share?’ it asked. The ballad openly spoke of financial rewards; 

T’ encourage you Lads,
The King has declar’d,
Each Volunteer shall
Have a Royal Reward. 

Potential seamen were also promised vast riches in prize money: ‘enter for Bounty/ enter for Pay’, as one ballad stated.​[71]​ In this, naval ballads advertised and emphasised the incentives – both economic and personal – that came with naval service. The Boatswain declared:

Behold naval glory presents her crown t’ye:
Come hither, brave boys, from each town and each county, 
And joyous partake of his Majesty’s bounty.​[72]​

Other ballads made similar connections between patriotic duty and personal reward. While directing its appeal to the ‘brave boys, whose courage is bold’, it also promised not only to ‘glut’ them with gold, but also tropical climes and adventure.​[73]​ The ballad Adventures of a British Sailor has the protagonist retuning ‘gold in storr’. Britain’s Resolution to Fight the French promised thousands of pounds in gold.​[74]​ The Absent Sailor bluntly reminded the listener that with naval service came riches, and accorded better social position:

Here is gold and silver I have got
By sailing on the ocean,
If you consent to marry me
I will give you a large portion.​[75]​

Ballads emphasised adventure and opportunity, declaring that ‘stout seamen’ could naturally expect promotion.​[76]​ At the same time, they also described the camaraderie of naval life in detail. All on Board a Man of War made this clear: 

tho tempests may blow, still unmindful of care
So the fiddles but strike up a bar,
Why we sing and we dance, toast our Sweathearts and swear, 
All on board a Man of War.​[77]​

Ballads also attempted to correct ideas of the hardships of naval life, in one case arguing that hardship came when the seamen left the navy.​[78]​ 
Some naval ballads read entirely like recruitment posters. Nowhere was this more pronounced than with The Lucky Sailor, or the Sailors Invitation to go with Admiral Anson, the song from 1745 with which this article began. This ballad referred not only to the glory to be had with naval service, but also the adventure, prize money and camaraderie of naval life.​[79]​ Naval ballads appear as advertisements for naval service, constituting an important medium by which information about bounties and prize-money was circulated. They also painted a picture of naval life, where camaraderie, good food and drink were commonplace, following which a sailor could expect to return home to a loving partner. If that partner did not yet exist, the riches of naval service would soon solicit one. Battle was presented as a glorious enterprise, in which the true British tar came to the fore. These were the materials from which many across the British Isles learned about the navy, and the life it had to offer. 
While ballads celebrating the navy and placing it in a positive light formed the vast majority of the oeuvre, there were others that drew attention to the more problematic elements of naval service. The Sea-Martyrs; Or, the Seaman’s Sad lamentation for their Frightful Service, Bad Pay, and Cruel Usage offers an early example of a ‘complaint ballad’, publicising the concerns of the seamen.​[80]​ Ballads, particularly from the 1780s onwards, paid more attention to impressment. The Press’d Sailor’s Lamentation, for example, tells the tale of an Irish farmer hauled away by a press gang. True Blue attacked the incongruence of impressment in a country proclaiming to be a land of liberty. It argued that ‘to be prest is not due to a Briton/ Whose bosom sweet liberty warms’.​[81]​ The Press’d Man’s Lamentation spoke of the many that would be slain in the coming war, and how that it was ‘more to ten to one’ that any of these pressed sailors would return again.​[82]​ Press gang songs were particularly prevalent in the North East, the most famous of which was ‘Here’s the Tender Coming’, in which the sailor’s duties to his family falls foul of the press gangs’ practices.​[83]​
However, even those songs that professed to advance negative ideas about the navy often carried a more subtle message. There were ballads produced, particularly in the 1790s, whose titles appeared to suggest the representation of the more negative aspects of the sailor’s life: shipwreck, the press gang, and separation being themes referred to.​[84]​ But their context was almost always more nuanced than a ‘complaint ballads’, or a simple ‘lament’. O cruel Press Gang concentrated not on the individual’s threatened liberty, or of the suffering of the sailor’s wife, but on her endurance, and his eventual return.​[85]​ Polly Lamenting for the loss of her Bonny Sailor also emphasises the commitment of the uncomplaining woman left at home while describing the ‘true hearted British boys’ fighting at sea, each standing to their guns. The ballad finishes, not with a tale of suffering, but with a call to arms:

Success to British Tars, whoever they may be
And all our bold commanders, that sail the raging sea,
In defence of king and country, its rights for to maintain.​[86]​

In the Seaman’s Loyal Love a woman reconciles herself with the thought that the national need was greater than her own.​[87]​ The female protagonist was happy to see her love go to sea: ‘But my Love’s there, whom I can spare to fight for King and Nation’.​[88]​
Songs such as these further demonstrated the extent of the sailor’s devotion. The Loyal Seaman’s Happy Return describes a sailor returning safely from sea, to the delight of his lover, in tale that made it clear that sailors not only returned, but could do so with the amour and romantic passions still very much intact.​[89]​ A century later, Dibdin’s Poor Jack describes the hardships of naval life, but rather than see this as a negative, displays this as a test of manliness. In ‘all weathers’:

A Sailor should be every inch
All as one, as the piece of the ship
And well to brave the world, without offering to flinch.

Even in the moment of the sailor’s death, it was hoped that no one would ever believe him ‘to be soft’.​[90]​ Such symbolism was repeated in The Tar for all weathers.​[91]​ Ballads that at first glance criticised the poor condition of sailors used the neglect to further exemplify their forbearance and determination. The protagonist of The Neglected Tar ‘shows his daring spirit’, ‘knows no fear’, ‘fights but scorns complaining’, and ‘bids grim death defiance’. This was not a tale of hardship, but an argument for higher wages. Unless this was rectified, the nation may come to ‘rue’ its economy.​[92]​ Even disability could be overlooked. The protagonist of The Blind Sailor continued undaunted: ‘Yet cheerful would I sing/Were my misfortunes triple/ Cause why, ‘twas for my king…’.​[93]​ Even in disability, patriotic purpose could be located, and self-interest highlighted. Naval ballads, then, served not only to undermine negative attitudes towards the navy, but also offer a new dimension to the ‘ideal’ of the sailor. For in acknowledging that not every sailor would respond to a simple call of duty, king or country, pragmatic necessity instead saw them grit their teeth and enter the navy in the face of other responsibilities. This idea of patriotism no doubt chimed far more with a populace who did not see national service in simple, idealised terms. For many, volunteering for the navy was an inconvenient but necessary duty, in which ideas about national interests interwove with more personal, private agendas.


Ballads and naval recruitment

During the eighteenth century, it is evident that those in government and across British society were attempting to encourage volunteerism. Sir Richard Brewster, writing in 1695, stated that: ‘I have often thought there is not part of the Nation deserves so much Encouragement, as those Employed at Sea’.​[94]​ Across the century, the vast manpower needs of the navy saw governments repeatedly attempt to devise new and imaginative ways of adding to the pool of naval manpower: there were attempts to create a register of seamen, an increase of volunteer bounties, and the 1795-6 Quota Acts (a government scheme which established a national system of local procurement). There is evidence that suggests that those in power thought not only of economic encouragement, but of inspiring hearts and minds. In making a case for a register of seamen, Thomas Corbett, Lord Torrington’s personal secretary wrote in the 1720s that: 

we need not the ways of force and terror to drive a timorous crowd into our ships, but every man bringing his heart along with him shall cheerfully enlist himself whenever the public wants him, and serve with such a spirit as may render our ships truly invincible.​[95]​ 

It is clear that those in government also understood that ballads could be used as a tool of persuasion.​[96]​ The aforementioned case of William Pulteney demonstrated that politicians understood the cultural significance of ballads, and by the end of the eighteenth century radical and conservative commentators alike understood that they were one way into the hearts and minds of ordinary people. Writing in a 1790s publication, an anonymous ‘friend to Church and state’ remarked ‘that any thing written in voice & especially to an Olde English tune…made a more fixed Impression on the Minds of the Younger and Lower Class of people, than any written prose, which was often forgotten as soon as read’.​[97]​
Not only did volunteering remain an important part of the naval recruitment process, it was becoming particularly effective among those who had little experience of the sea. Landsmen recruits were more likely to have learnt from romanticised representations, as opposed to recruits from maritime communities who were likely to have learnt from experiences and word of mouth. From the 1740s onwards, the Admiralty increasingly turned to landsmen and widely advertised for volunteers of all backgrounds in its desire to encourage them.​[98]​ Landsmen constituted a significant proportion of the lower deck’s make-up as the navy’s manning needs grew.​[99]​ The few testimonies of sailors that joined the navy show evidence that ideas of adventure and romance could take hold. Recalling his childhood in the 1750s, William Spavens wrote:

I thought sailors must be happy men to have such opportunities of visiting foreign countries, and beholding the wonderful works of the Creator in the remote regions of the earth...I thought of nothing but pleasant gales and prosperous voyages, and indulging a curiosity which seemed implanted in my nature.​[100]​

Another seaman, Samuel Leech, remembered the tales his sailor cousins ‘used to tell of wild adventures and hairbreadth escapes, spinning out the winter evening’s tale to the infinite delight of their willing listeners’.​[101]​ John Nicol, apprenticed to a cooper, found that ‘while my hands were hooping barrels my mind was at sea, and my imagination in foreign climes’.​[102]​ There is also evidence that suggests song could be used during the recruitment process, as volunteer parties (usually operating in taverns) used drums and music to offer further inducements.​[103]​
The aims and agendas of the balladeers themselves also suggest an active determination to forward positive ideas about the navy. In 1803 Dibdin was employed by Addington’s government, and then William Pitt’s, with a pension of £200 a year, to compose and publish naval ballads assuming the voice of a patriotic and grateful sailor.​[104]​ When Dibdin published an edition of the songs, it appeared ‘Under the patronage of the Lords of the Admiralty’.​[105]​ He was instructed to write, sing and publish, and give away what were termed ‘War Songs’.​[106]​ Dibdin himself professed to be advancing a national cause. In his autobiography he stated that: 

I conceived that, in this, duty might assist inclination, and therefore a prominent feature in my labours, I sung those heroes who are the natural bulwark of their country… I thought therefore the subject very honourable, and commendable, and in some degree novel; especially as it would give an opportunity through public duty. 

Dibdin believed that this subject ‘had only been slightly touched upon till I undertook it; and, though we have had some poetic specimens of nautical praise, the character of the British tar, plain, manly honest, and patriotic, had not very pointedly been put forward’. But indeed, as we have seen, Dibdin was building upon a vast out-pouring of songs that had promoted the ideal of the sailor.​[107]​
The similarity between naval ballads and those materials that did explicitly call for volunteers – recruitment posters – provides further evidence. Few recruitment posters remain, but those that do suggest a striking similarity in theme and language. One from 1797 calls on ‘Royal Tars of Old England’ to volunteer, appealing to ‘King and Country’, and called on ‘lads’, ‘sailors of Britain’ and ‘Tars’.​[108]​ The use of this language was not merely patriotic bluster, but carefully chosen words for a specific effect. In making such appeals, the Admiralty expected a patriotic response, and believed that individuals could be persuaded using such methods. The repeated use of patriotic phrases and concepts indicates the influence that patriotism could exercise over of the British population.​[109]​ Recruitment posters used terms, language and ideas already well-established, building on an idea of naval service already disseminated. They also advertised the financial rewards that were on offer, just as in ballads, offering ‘doubloons’ and Spanish gold as a potential reward. An early example of recruitment poster produced during the War of Jenkins’ Ear asked for three able bodied seamen or landsmen in the usual patriotic tone: ‘It is hoped that no True-Born British Tar will lose so favourable an Opportunity Such as to make an immediate Application’. It also promised to fulfil more cynical motivations such as wealth, and a better standard of life, promising ‘a handsome Bounty’ and ‘Advantages Superior to any other Service’. The ‘Families and Friends of Volunteers’ were promised monthly Pay, while the volunteers could expect a ‘bountiful Supply’ of clothes, beef and beer, along with ‘a certainty’ of prize money. In evoking such a prosperous life, the poster was alluding to and reinforcing ideas about naval service that were already widespread.​[110]​
This meeting of patriotic language, and the advertisement of the beneficial side of naval service, so fundamental to the ballads of the time, were common factors in all eighteenth century recruitments posters.​[111]​A second poster from 1780 called on those members of the populace ‘animated by the Love and Glory of their Country, roused by the Spirit of the British Lion’. The poster also offered ‘an opportunity of immortalizing their Valour’, and, in case patriotic fervour was not enough, ‘enriching themselves to their Hearts content, by voluntarily entering the Royal Navy’. This poster did not simply use the same language as naval ballads; it used the stylistic properties of balladry as well. At the bottom of the poster are two lines, taken from Hearts of Oak:

To Honour we call you, not Register’d Slaves
But freely and boldly, ye Sons of the Waves. ​[112]​

In actually quoting a naval song and evoking its patriotic language, this poster makes a direct connection between the naval ballad and the recruitment process. 
Perhaps the best evidence lies in the ballads themselves. The ballad distributed by Pulteney, The Pacifick Fleet, portrayed British seamen as brave individuals, playing up ‘tar’ stereotypes, but predicting a boon for volunteers, ‘A Brood of young Sailors for Ages to come/Who will lift Voluntires at the sound of a Drum’.​[113]​ One ballad from the 1690s highlighted in its title the hundreds of men joining up to serve in the navy, and described men coming from around Britain – from London, Weymouth, Norfolk and Bristol to serve at sea. ‘Not a soul’ among these men were daunted, as they ventured to ‘pull down the pride of France’, as it described many coming into ‘E’ry sea-port all over the Land’ with ‘joy and delight’.​[114]​ A ballad from the early eighteenth-century called English Heroes opens a fascinating window into how ballads might directly encourage volunteering:

When the English heroes play’d Britons Strike Home
Then I was resolved to follow my dear
And straight away I went to inlist a volunteer…
When the English heroes play’d.​[115]​






Eighteenth-century ballads presented a distinctive picture of naval service, and made an important contribution to the broader social-cultural milieu in Britain. Unlike other forms of cultural media, such as pamphlets and newspapers which frequently emphasised negative aspects of naval life, ballads adopted a predominantly loyalist tone that reflected the patriotic manpower needs of the nation. While a small number of songs highlighted moments of mutiny, or the perils of impressment, the vast majority presented a romanticised representation of naval service, with the brave, manly, patriotic seaman as its major protagonist. As such, naval ballads are a unique window into the way naval service could be disseminated to the British public. Ballads forwarded an ‘ideal’ of the British sailor, but also highlighted the many other incentives that came with naval service, including the steady wage on offer, the lure of prize money and the improved social status that would result from an extended naval career. Popular as they were, and capable of reaching across regional and social divides, naval ballads therefore played an important role in describing the maritime world to a wide audience, presenting a very different representation of the navy that might be found in other quarters.
Naval ballads also reveal the complex motivations that persuaded men to volunteer. The words used in eighteenth century ballads reflected the thoughts and attitudes of the balladeers that wrote the songs, who naturally took into account the vast number of people that consumed them. These were not chosen at random, but lyrics calculated to have an effect. The enduring use of language that played on ideas of nationhood and masculinity suggests an audience that was responsive to such appeals, and who were likely to engage with this content. Furthermore, the remarkable similarity in form between naval ballads and the documents that were deliberately designed to encourage volunteers – recruitment posters – suggest that their function could also overlap. Naval ballads, therefore, not only illustrated popular mentalities, but could also influence opinions and ideas, and actively encourage men to join the navy. As such, they indicate a wide range of motives. Neither ballads nor posters relied solely on notions of patriotism or appeals to manliness, but nor did they assume that direct monetary incentives alone were enough. Instead, they employed a combination of patriotic language alongside more tangible pecuniary benefits, indicating a more nuanced definition of eighteenth-century patriotism than is usually described. Few expected would-be sailors to join up for abstract notions alone: individuals also expected personal reward for national service. Nonetheless, it is clear that calculations of self-interest fused with other subtler ideas about nationhood and identity. The appeal of ‘England’ or ‘Britain’ was something that both balladeers and those responsible for recruitment, thought would connect with the broader populace. 
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